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CHAPTER ONE 
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Deep fuchsia sunrise rays hit Pike’s Peak as Lt. Col. Jane Pearson headed west toward Cheyenne Mountain. A dusting of alpine snow glinted in the glow, now turning orange-yellow. 

Alpenglow. Jane remembered from high school science class. “The mountain is beautiful this morning,” she said to herself, as the strains of Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto #3 played from the speakers. The sun coming in her window created a prism on the roof from her polished silver oak leaf.

The NPR radio host intoned, “There are only 3 months left until the new century. News reports try to calm hysteria that computers are not ready for Y2K...” Jane sighed and turned it off. The alpenglow and the prism disappeared, replaced by fluorescent overhead lighting inside the mountain.

She got out of the car and walked briskly toward the USSPACECOM entrance.  Col Buz Bradley had called her in early for a briefing. The massive blast doors always made her a little nervous.

She strode the sterile halls and turned into his office. A young man at the desk snapped to attention and sat straight up, throwing his shoulders back.

“At ease, airman,” she said. “I’m here to see Col Bradley.”

“Go right in,” he said, looking somewhat anxious. Jane noted his frown and opened the door.

Buz Bradley motioned her to sit without looking up. The garish fluorescent lights highlighted his white buzz cut. They all called him “Hedgehog” behind his back.

“Jim Adams is dead,” Buz exclaimed. 

Good morning, Jane, how are you? She thought.

“Dead, sir?” she replied.

“Yes, Colonel. Heart attack. Last night,” 

She clasped her hands on her lap.

“That’s terrible, sir.” She wondered what it had to do with her.

“Yes, Colonel Pearson. You’re probably wondering what it has to do with you.” He said, shuffling a stack of white papers.

“Yes, sir, I was.” 

“Adams was supposed to leave on Wednesday on an assignment to the United Arab Emirates,” he said.

Jane didn’t like the direction of this conversation. She tightened her self-grip.

“Now we find ourselves in a predicament. The mission must proceed, but Adams must be replaced.”

Jane sighed and shifted forward in her seat. She definitely didn’t like the direction this conversation was taking. A sense of dread crept up her spine.

Bradley put down the papers and drummed his fingers. “Therefore, you will be leaving on Wednesday for the United Arab Emirates,” he said quickly, looking away from her.

Her eyes flew to their fullest possible width as her throat closed. “Me, sir?”

“Yes, you, Colonel Pearson. Spare me your reaction, Jane. I know exactly what you’re thinking.” He raised his right palm to her.

Her arms moved from her lap to her chest, where she crossed them firmly. “Really, sir?”

"It's well known around here that you hate Arabs. Your attitude is no secret.”

“I don’t hate anybody!”

“Then let’s just say, strongly disapprove of, shall we? 

“Then why was I chosen for this assignment, sir?”

“Simply because there was nobody else available on short notice with the proper training. Your professionalism will allow you to complete this assignment with no problems. Is that clear?”

“Perfectly, sir.” She scratched her eyebrow with her middle finger as she half-smiled. Buz noted her finger with a raised eyebrow but said nothing. “Your secretary, Captain Maureen Donlon, will accompany you as your assistant. Major Kelly Moreland was also assigned and will be accompanying you.’

“Kelly is an excellent choice, sir. But why, may I ask, are there no men on this mission?” Jane asked, emphasizing the word men. “That seems unusual.”

Bradley avoided her gaze, pretending to be focused on the computer screen. He sighed. “It is unusual, but the assignment came up suddenly. Because of Adams' death, things had to be revised quickly. The plan is to get you there with as low a profile as possible.”

“I see,” Jane replied. “God forbid women should be on a military base to actually be in the military!” 

He turned to her. “I don’t have time for a lecture on feminism! The plan came from way above me! This is a matter of national security, and the mission will be executed. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” she snapped.

“You will need those,” he indicated a pile of black clothes in bags on the table near the door, looking like he was expecting a punch.

“And they are?” Jane asked her voice rising.

“The garments you will wear when you deplane in Dubai,” he replied quickly. His sentence was almost one word.

Jane stepped over to the table and snatched a garment from the pile. She held it up like a doctor looks at an Xray.

“Ugh!” she huffed.

“You are dismissed,” Buz barked. He quickly turned away and picked up his phone. He punched some keys and bellowed into the receiver. Jane saluted, turned, and strode into the hallway. She immediately collided with a young blonde woman carrying an armful of files. The cement floor was littered with folders, papers, and the black garments all askew.

"Oh my God! I'm sorry! Are you okay?" Jane's and Maureen’s words came tumbling on top of each other as she grabbed Maureen's arms. They both bent down to pick up the pile between them on the floor, almost knocking heads. They stood in unison as Jane handed her some files. Crouching, they were eye to eye. Standing, Jane was a few inches taller. The garments stayed on the ground.

"Looks like I messed some up, sorry. Come to my office, please!"  Maureen frowned.

Jane crouched back down and snatched up the garments. She strode into her office, past Maureen at the door, and threw them on a chair.

Jane explained the situation hurriedly, as she stuffed the garments in a paper grocery bag with enough force to almost tear it—Maureen’s high-pitched "What?" pierced her eardrums and could be heard throughout the office. 

They left together, with Maureen taking two strides for every one of Jane's down a long, white-walled hall.

"How long will we be gone? What should I bring?" Maureen asked breathlessly, trying to straighten her paperwork on the run.

"I don't know...could be six weeks or so," Jane replied. “Have you ever been to the Middle East?” she thought back to the Persian Gulf and Desert Storm. 

“No. I’ve never been outside the country!” Maureen exclaimed. 

"Oh, lovely. You are in for a huge culture clash. Leave the high heels and push-up bras at home. You'll be lucky to wear shorts, uh...bring plenty of toiletries, especially tampons and stuff like that.”

“Sounds great!” Maureen huffed. “When do we leave?” 

"Day after tomorrow. O Dark Thirty,” Jane replied. They stopped at a grey metal door.

“Oh my God!” cried Maureen, still holding a pile of files. 

Jane left her with her files. She heaved the heavy door open as her brain scattered. She whipped out her Dayrunner and started making a list. That always calmed her.

"Call Mom...call kennel...drugstore: shampoo, conditioner, tampons," she wrote. Her palms began to sweat as she thought about the next 48 hours.

“What should I make for dinner?” she suddenly asked herself. "I'll make fettuccine Alfredo," she said, putting on her sunglasses and starting the car. Garish yellow fluorescence gave way to clean sunlight as she exited the mountain opening into the USSPACE Command Center inside Cheyenne Mountain.
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CHAPTER TWO  
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As she drove home, Jane spoke to herself out loud, as she often did in the car. 

“Bradley did this. Like hell the plan was made above him! He did it! On purpose! I knew he hated me, that bastard. He must have had to do some pretty hard selling to get me picked. He fully expects me to fail.” She was shouting by this time. She glanced over at the car next to hers and noticed a strange expression on the face of the driver. She smiled back weakly.

She quieted herself and let her mind wander back to February 1991 and the Gulf War. Hell could not have been hotter. Her scalp and her ears were burned on the first day. 

Days with no shower. Sand in every possible nook and cranny. Twenty-four-hour shifts in front of a radar screen in that blistering heat. Sleepless nights, boredom, and loneliness were constant companions. Her neck and shoulders ached at the memory of it.

Then there was Cindi and the Scuds. Her best friend. She had been waiting for Jane to go to dinner when the missile fuselage hit her barracks. Jane had been late. Her eyes stung as she remembered her call to Cindi's parents.

On top of all that, the Arabs were so rude. She had to cover up. She had to walk behind men she outranked. She was never addressed personally, always through a man. They wouldn't even look her in the eye.

“I don’t hate them!” she said out loud, thinking back to Bradley’s comment. “They’re assholes!”

Her stomach twisted as she thought of how they looked down their noses at her. A woman! How dare she even speak to them? She vowed back then that she would never return to the Persian Gulf alive.

"I can't believe I'm going back to that hell-hole!" Her throat tightened as she swallowed back angry tears.

Jane pulled into the garage of her comfortable home in the village of Security. She unlocked the garage door and entered the laundry room, which opened to a living room. As the door opened, her dog bounded toward her and jumped up on her leg. Jane knelt to pet her, savoring the warm, soft fur.

"Hi, baby." Jane greeted Keesha. "How's Mommy's girl? You're not used to seeing Mommy now, are you, baby? Yes...that's a good girl," she cooed, scratching the dog's tummy when she rolled over.

She stood up, went to the counter which separated the family room and kitchen, picked up the phone and hit "1" on the speed dial, sorting through the mail as it rang on the other end.

"Hi, Mom," said Jane into the receiver as she kicked off her shoes. "No, everything is fine. God! Would you calm down? Listen...I have an assignment in the Persian Gulf...I got my orders this morning...Well, I'm not too happy about it either...I need you to come and stay with Ashley and Keesha..." 

She finished the conversation as the aroma of fresh coffee filled the kitchen. She poured herself a cup to take upstairs.  Entering her bedroom, she was greeted by the scent of apple-cinnamon potpourri. She kept a basket of it on her bedside table, next to the white clock radio and crystal ring holder. Shades of rose, gray, and white soothed her. She sat on a floral designer comforter on her bed to gather her thoughts.    

Gulping coffee, she stood up and went to her walk-in closet. She retrieved her duffel bag and grabbed all her fatigues from the bottom shelf. 

She yanked out shirts and pants and laid them on the bed. I’ll have to do some wash tonight. She went to her dresser, opened her underwear drawer, grabbed every pair of panties, and threw them on the bed.

I'll have to run to the store and get some more. She grabbed a pen and paper from next to the phone and wrote "panties, socks" on it.

She scratched her head and looked around the room. A photo of her daughter, Ashley, and Keesha from Christmas on top of her bureau caught her attention. She picked it up and studied it, smiling. 

Ashley was the only good thing that came of her disastrous marriage to handsome Air Force Cadet Rick Pearson. On graduation day, they shared a kiss as the Thunderbirds roared overhead, and he proposed. Three years later, he was gone.

Ashley made life worth living.  She was a straight-A student, pretty and popular. Jane worried about her sometimes. She wondered if a wild woman hid beneath that darling, obedient girl.

She went to the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet. She ran and grabbed the paper and pen. She wrote: "Advil, Immodium, toothpaste, dental floss". She wondered if she should bring any makeup and decided she would. 

Well, that's all I can do for now. She decided she would go to the mall to get her stuff, pick up a few groceries for dinner, and pick up Ashley at school.

She went downstairs, followed by Keesha. She knelt and scratched the dog under her chin. "See you later, baby," she said as she grabbed her purse and left.  

The night before she was to leave, Jane had dinner with her mother, Irene, and Ashley, noting the quiet. Jane picked at her grilled turkey and pushed it around on her plate. Her mother clucked.

“You should try to eat, honey,” she urged. 

“Jeez, Mom! You gave me enough for three people,” Jane said with a smile. She studied her mother’s care-worn face. Tender brown eyes, framed by laugh lines, salt and pepper where there used to be brunette, skin sun-soaked from many hours on a golf course. 

“What’s up, Momster?” Ashley asked as she picked up her glass of water and shook golden blonde hair out of her eye. “You’re out of it.”

Jane came out of her funk. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m just dreading going back to the Persian Gulf again.” 

“And with all that terrorism,” added Irene. “I’m worried to death!” 

“Mom...please don’t have a cow! I need you to be here for Ashley. I’ll be fine.”

“And so will we!” her mother replied, kissing Ashley on the head as she rose from the table. Ashley’s indigo eyes danced, and she giggled and brushed her away.

“When will we hear from you?” asked Irene.

“I’ll call you as soon as I get to the base,” Jane assured her. “Although there should be no reason to contact me about anything!” she emphasized to Ashley.

Ashley rolled her eyes. “Yes, Ma’am.” She saluted Jane. “I think some of those guys are dreamy. This kid from Egypt just started in Kristina’s class. He’s like...totally gorgeous!”

“I prefer men who live in this century,” Jane said.

“Oh, Mother!” Ashley cried. “You are so close-minded! They’re just people! Like, get with the program.”

“I wasn’t aware I needed a program.”  

“And let’s face it, Mom. You prefer no men at all!”

Jane’s eyebrows popped up. “Oh, really?” she said, aghast at her daughter’s perception.

“Yeah! Like, when’s the last time you had a date?” 

“I don’t have time to date!” Jane cried, suddenly defensive. “My career is very...demanding!” 

“It’s more like you’re hibernating in that big cave up there!” Ashley shot back, smiling. She and Irene cracked up.

Jane had to smile, too. “Advice for the lovelorn from a sixteen-year-old!” She turned to her mother. “Can you believe how she speaks to me?”

“What goes around comes around!” Irene said as she sipped her coffee.

Jane’s mouth fell open. “I never spoke to you like that! I was the perfect daughter!” 

“You have a very convenient memory, dear,” Irene reminded her. They all laughed heartily.

After things quieted, Irene put down her cup and looked Jane in the eye. “Seriously, honey, when is the last time you even went out and had some fun?”

“Ashley and I have fun all the time.”

“I think she meant with somebody besides me!” Ashley said.

Feeling backed into a corner, Jane took the offensive. “Why all the sudden interest in my love life?”  She looked from one to the other.

“Because you don’t have one!” Ashley said.

“We just don’t want you to be alone, dear,” Irene said softly, patting Jane’s hand.

Jane  tired of her mother’s continual prodding, and having Ashley chime in only made it worse. Even my kid knows I’m a spinster. Tonight, she was too tired to deal with it.

She stood up and stretched. “Look, you two, I appreciate your concern, but please, can we just drop it for now?” she pleaded.

Irene and Ashley looked at each other guiltily. “Ok, Mom. Sorry.” She jumped up and hugged Jane. Jane wrapped her arms around her tightly and squeezed.

“I’m going to retire for the evening, if you’ll excuse me,” she said as she released Ashley. She headed for the stairs.

Irene gave a little wave. “Love you, honey!” she called after her.

“Love you, too!” Jane said as she ascended to her room.

She indulged herself with a bubble bath, a facial, and a hot oil hair treatment. As she lay in bed, unable to sleep, Ashley’s reprimand rang in her ears. “I am not close-minded!” she defended herself. “They’re a bunch of jerks!”

Cindi popped into her head. She said the same thing. She was always telling Jane to loosen up. One time, she came to pick up Jane for a rare evening out, and Jane was wearing the most daring blouse she owned.

“Don’t be afraid to show a little cleavage, sweetie!” Cindi teased. “You look like a freaking librarian!” Cindi was raven-haired, bold, and beautiful. She seemed to do better with the Arabs than Jane.

Jane sighed and hugged her pillow. “I could really use you for this, girl,” she whispered. Cindi was intelligent, ambitious, and a top-notch soldier. She was also quite familiar with satellites, more so than Jane. She probably would have been picked for this assignment if she were alive. 

She left her husband, Jack, and a son, Brandon, who was about twelve now. Jane hadn’t spoken to Jack since they moved to North Carolina. She promised herself to write Jack a letter.

Jane’s mind wandered for a bit and returned to the Arabs. She could not think of a single one she liked. Well, maybe one, but she only met him briefly. 

His squadron had rescued two Americans from a downed fighter plane. Jane was at the infirmary when they arrived. Even though he was a C.O., he was right there helping. 

Jane had been there waiting for news about Cindi. When things had settled down, they struck up a conversation. He was very friendly, giving all the credit to his men. They were not even on duty, but saw the plane go down and rescued the pilots before the Iraqis could get to them. 

––––––––
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He was most concerned about the pilots' condition and wanted to get the names of their families. Jane recalled he had spectacular, dark eyes.

He comforted Jane when she told him about Cindi. Not long after he left, a doctor came out and told her Cindi was dead. As she sobbed alone, part of her wished he had been there. Finally, she fell asleep, thinking of the spectacular eyes of the man in the infirmary.
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CHAPTER THREE 
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At 07:59 a.m. in a beige conference room, Major Kelly Moreland showed her recently received engagement ring to Maureen and Jane.

“Congratulations, Kelly,” said Jane as she opened the folder in front of her. Better her than me.

“It’s gorgeous,” cried Maureen, holding up Kelly’s caramel colored hand to the light. A woman seated with them reached out her hand to Jane.

“Hi! Pam Geobel. I’m a contractor with the tech company.”

Jane squeezed her hand and noticed her long red nails. “Hi. You get to come with us? Lucky you!”

They laughed. Pam’s short platinum hair was perfectly coiffed. Her makeup was immaculate. Jane wondered how she would fare in Arabland.

"Good morning." All three snapped to attention as Col. Bradley entered.

"Good morning, sir." 

"At ease," he ordered, and they sat. “Pam, have you met Jane?”

“Yes, sir,” they both said in unison and smiled.

"You will be leaving Wednesday morning at 0930 on a commercial flight to the United Arab Emirates," Bradley began. "You will be the guests of Prince Fahad bin Mohammed al Masir. He is grateful for our help in protecting his country."

“Oh, I’m sure!” Jane said to Kelly in a stage whisper. 

“Ista'Nafa is located in the northeast quadrant of the United Arab Emirates," he stated as he pointed to a map of the Persian Gulf. 

"You will be activating a satellite ground station located at the army base. The signal receptor site is now ready inside Mt. Quafar. They have been building it for months.

"Your mission is to install the computer software, activate the receiving station, and teach the Arabs how to monitor the satellite data once it is functional."

"You'll be working closely with about a dozen men. We expect that you will respect the men's culture and act accordingly," he warned. 

“You will not be in Air Force uniforms. You will wear the same olive green coveralls the men will be wearing," he stated.  "You will need to wear your hair up in a cap and look as non-descript as possible. We barely want you to look like women.” Jane and Maureen sighed.

"As I said, leave the high heels and Wonderbra at home," Jane said to Maureen.

Bradley looked directly at Jane and Maureen, narrowing his eyes. “You will be met at the airport by your liaison, Captain Abdul Fahid. Until you reach him, you are to speak to nobody! Is that crystal clear?” 

Jane’s eyes narrowed. ”Yes, sir.”

The briefing droned on and on until late afternoon. Bradley stressed the need for good behavior between dry dissertations on the particulars of the satellite. He dismissed them and marched out. The women stood and gathered their things.

“I don’t know how you are going to do in olive coveralls and a cap,” Jane said to Pam.

Pam nodded. “I guess we are going to find out,” she said, rolling her eyes.  

Depression settled on Jane as she strode through the sterile gray halls of the USSPACECOM center. She stopped at her office to check her email. 

Sitting back, she took in the comfort of her windowless chamber. Pens and pencils stood at attention in a leather holder, leather blotter clear. Everything was in its place in the false light of the overhead bulbs. God only knew what she was heading for. A young man appeared in the doorway. "Your plane tickets, Col. Pearson," he said. 

"Thank you, Airmen. Put them on the desk."

He nodded in respect, did as ordered, then left quietly. Jane picked them up, slid them in the Dayrunner, and stood. With a strong sigh, she took the few steps to the door. She looked one last time and turned out the light. The room plunged into darkness.

[image: ]

*********

[image: ]


About an hour before they were to land in Dubai, Jane reached up into the overhead bin and took down a green canvas bag. 


"Time to dress up,” said Jane, and tossed a garment to Maureen, Kelly, and Pam.



They headed to the lavatory and were stopped by a line of six other women, all with similar garments over their arms. They eyed the women suspiciously.

"Now we turn back into sheep," said the woman in front of them in broken English.  

"Yeah," said Maureen with a nervous giggle. 

The other women in line whispered loudly in Arabic and looked at them furtively. They smiled back weakly.

A while later, the women sat and inspected each other. Only their eyes set them apart in their shapeless black clothing. 

As the plane prepared to land, Jane looked out the window at the desert below, although it could have been home during a dry summer. High barren mountains rose in the distance, orange and brown. The desert ended abruptly at the crystal blue waters of the Persian Gulf. 

Dubai lay sprawled and sparkling from the shore to the desert, an oasis of steel and glass. Mirrored high rises stood next to mosques. Modern and ancient cultures blending and clashing.  

They buckled up for the landing and deplaned.  A man in a suit holding a sign saying "JANE PEARSON" greeted them inside the lush airport.

“That would be me," said Jane icily. "I guess there won't be a welcoming ceremony."

"Follow me," were his only words as he avoided their eyes.

He quickly led them through the airport. The women had a hard time keeping up with him in their abayas. 

They moved swiftly through the beautiful, contemporary corridors. Marbled floors and white walls decorated with murals and tiles flew by. “Quite an improvement from Prince Sultan air base,” Jane thought to herself. They were loaded into a black SUV with tinted windows. The cold air was a tremendous blast after the walk outside in the searing heat.

They were driven out of the city to the suburbs. Mansions lined the road on one side. On the other mountains rose out of the desert.

“Sort of looks like home in the summer,” Maureen said, looking out.

They arrived at a gate in a high white wall. The driver spoke in Arabic to the guards, and it opened. The road was lined with palm trees. They approached a huge palace with a fountain in front. The car continued around to the back of the palace and parked in front of a low white building. It was several hundred feet from the palace, connected by a covered walkway.  

A man approached them and saluted. "I am Captain Abdul Fahid, the liaison. I will show you to your quarters," he said, looking away.

"What about our baggage?" asked Jane, trying to meet his eyes.  

"It has already arrived, Madame," he reassured. He was correct. Their baggage sat waiting for them when he unlocked the doors to the spacious rooms. He gave Kelly and Maureen keys. Pam’s room was down the hall, around a corner. He gave her a key for the door.

"I don't see my things," observed Jane, a little worried.

"Of course, we have assigned you officer’s quarters, Madame," stated Fahid with a tone of surprise.

Jane followed him down the hall to a white door with a gold handle. Fahid unlocked it and gave the key to Jane.  A pungent spicy smell hit Jane's nose. The room was large and bright with a computer and desk in the corner. Her unscathed baggage was piled neatly at the end of a double bed. There was a vanity and a bureau. In the back, the open bathroom door displayed sparkling marble and porcelain.

"Not bad," thought Jane. “Huge upgrade from a tent in the desert.”

“The command center is a short car ride away,” Fahid told her. “There will be a driver here to take you there and back every day. You will have breakfast, dinner, and snacks here. 

"Madame, dinner will be served in two hours.  Please refresh yourself, but do not leave your quarters," he instructed her.

"Thank you, Captain Fahid," said Jane flatly. He saluted and left, never looking directly at her.

Jane was dying of thirst. She noticed a small refrigerator near the computer desk. She opened it curiously to find it was stocked with a variety of fresh fruits and beverages. She chose an Evian and snapped off the cap.

"Ah." The cool water hit her parched tongue. On the large counter and mirror outside the bathroom, she noticed a coffee maker and mugs.

"Glad I brought my Brothers Breakfast Blend," she thought gratefully.

She sat down on the bed. Her body weighed 500 lbs. She hadn't realized how exhausted she was. She lay down and fell at once into a deep sleep.

An hour later, the phone jolted her awake. Jane stumbled to answer it, not really sure where it was.

“Hello?” she croaked.

“Jane, Buz Bradley here,” barked a voice on the other end.

“Yes, sir.” Her head cleared instantly as she snapped to attention.

“Just checking in, Jane. Looks like you made it safely and without being noticed. Good work.”

“Thank you, sir. It’s actually not too bad so far. Our quarters are nice. We get to sample the food in a while,” she said, lying on her bed and looking at the ceiling.

“Glad to hear it,” he said briskly. “I’ll check in tomorrow at 0800 your time.”

“Will do,” Jane said and hung up the phone. She got up to shower and get ready for dinner.

*******
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Jane woke up early, showered, drank coffee, and dressed. Twisting her hair, she stuffed it up into the olive green cap provided with her coveralls.

I only look slightly butch, she observed as she glanced in the mirror. 

The women, in green coveralls, looked at each other when they met outside the dining room.

"I feel like Hot Lips Houlihan," Pam complained, and they all cracked up. "These are gonna get old real fast!" They all agreed.

Inside the command center was all brand-new, with brilliant white walls, gleaming computers, and tracking screens. Each screen had a phone and a headset. Paint, wood, and silicone combined for a strong fragrance. It looked like the "bridge" on Star Trek, arranged in a half circle.

"Beam me up, Scotty," Pam whispered to Kelly.

“Can I be Lt. Uhuru?” Kelly replied with a giggle.

There were windows near the ceiling, showing palm trees swaying lazily against a brilliant blue sky. Enclosed glass offices lined one wall, and a glass-enclosed conference room faced the opposite wall.

Fahid introduced them to the dozen men. They stared at a row of brown skin, black eyes, and moustaches. They all looked like Saddam Hussein, but seemed cordial enough. Not one would meet their gaze.

Fahid then showed Jane to her office. It was larger than hers at SPACECOM, bright and open with a large window facing the mountains. Fresh flowers decorated the corner of the desk. Not bad, Jane thought.

Jane took command immediately and handed out instruction books as thick as the New York Yellow Pages to everybody. Pam got out an easel and many placards. She dropped one, and four men scrambled to pick it up. 

“I would like to get through the manual by the end of the week, gentlemen,” Jane stated with authority. They groaned and exchanged glances.

“I know, I know...” she intoned like a teacher addressing some fifth graders. “Let's get started.”

"This program has its own language," Jane stated. "So first off, we have to learn that..." she began. The morning dragged as she laid out the details of the system.
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